Sample contributions by Arab contributors to a discussion forum were analyzed to study the role of the Web in promoting free speech and demystifying long held views of Arab public opinion. The findings of the study highlight the importance of the role played by the Web in promoting free speech among traditionally repressed populations, and they provide insights that will help in correcting misconceptions about Arab public opinion.
Introduction
The Internet has grown from a mere technical innovation to become the world's foremost medium of communication and dissemination of informa tion. With this growth, Web sites have evolved from amateur attempts to create a presence on the Internet to dynamic communication and information sharing tools that have changed the way information is created and accessed. Nowhere is the change more apparent than in the way the Web has been used by people all over the world to express their opinions and share them with others. Web blogs, bulletin boards, discussion forums, and similar services and tools have seen their numbers grow exponentially, giving previously voiceless people the chance to be heard. These services and tools have also fostered the creation of online communities, where users can share experiences and discuss social, political, and general issues (Komito, 2001) . And, more importantly, the y have led to the creation of public opinion forums, through which the opinions and attitudes of participants are expressed in ways that can be defined as informal surveys of public opinion (Gilad and Rafaeli, 2004) .
News feedback forums are one of the fastest growing manifestations of the importance of public opinion on the Web. News organizations have been using these forums to provide their users with platforms to express their opinions on issues ranging from entertainment gossip to current political affairs. The popularity of these forums has been in general driven by increased access to the Web throughout the world and, in particular, by the rippling effects of world events in a time of globalization, terrorism, and countless conflicts. The opinions and comments made on news feedback forums offer a glimpse of candid and free expressions of opinion that would be otherwise influenced by privacy considerations, fear of persecution, or censorship. They also provide perspectives on the news and events that usually differ from news reports and analyses as provided by national and international media (Nisbet et al., 2004) .
As valuable sources of information, do news feedback forums deserve more attention to enhance our understanding of the role of the Web in promoting free speech? And, do the opinions expressed on these forums differ significantly enough from what is reported in traditional media to warrant scholarly investigations? As broad as these questions are, there is an urgent need to start addressing them, and the intent of this paper is to start a research trend and initiate an investigative debate in this direction. This paper focuses on one news feedback forum on the Web run by the British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC) World Service for its Arabic listeners; it explores the contributions made by Arab users of this forum and presents a general picture of how Arab public opinion can be gauged these contributions. It also presents raw data on the role of this forum in promoting free speech and in offering a glimpse of opinions and information that are not available to information seekers through traditional sources.
Background
The BBC World Service is a trusted source in the Arab World; its Arabic radio service has been serving this area of the world for more than six decades, and it has loyal audiences in every Arab country. In a region not known for its democratic traditions (Lynch, 2003) , the BBC has been a source of unbiased coverage and of information that is not usually offered by local media. The Web presence 1 of the Arabic service started in 1997 and has allowed the BBC to broaden the base of its Arab audience and provide more interactive services. One of these services is a news feedback forum 2 , where Arab listeners can voice their opinions in Arabic on news topics related to the Arab world or affecting it. On this forum, the moderator posts a topic for discussion, and allows users to post their opinions. Posted topics are usually related to current events or to issues of general interest in the Arab world. An average of ten topics is posted every month, and the site archives all contributions to the discussions of these topics. All contributions to the discussion forum are in Arabic, and the contributors represent all the Arab countries. The contributors are also given the option to participate on the air in a radio show that discusses the forum topics.
Method
A sample of 15 topics (Table 1) was selected from the topics archived on the BBC Arabic Website; the only selection criterion was that the topic should be general enough to be known to non-Arabs. The selected topics covered events and issues that should be familiar to North American audiences, and they were as diversified as the Middle East conflict, the war in Iraq, political documentaries, and the American presidential election. For each topic, the contributions were saved, analyzed, and divided into three categories. The first category (CAT I) included contributions that were deemed to represent views that fit the perceived notion of Arabic public opinion on a topic, and contributions that are likely to have been made by contributors who did not express their free opinions. The second category (CAT II) included contributions that were deemed to represent views that do not fit the perceived notion of Arabic public opinion on a topic, and contributions that likely would not have been made public if the contributions were not anonymous. The third category (CAT III) included contributions that were either difficult to analyze and categorize in CAT I or CAT II, or were judged to have been neutral (they did not express clear opinions on a topic, or they did not agree or disagree with contributions in the other two categories.
For example, if a contribution supported the attacks in Madrid in March 2004, it was categorized in CAT I; if it did not support the attacks, it was categorized in CAT II; and if it was not clear or offered argument to justify the attacks without supporting them, it was categorized in CAT III. 
Results
The following tables represent the results of analyzing the forum contributions and categorizing them, providing statistics about the numbers of contributions in each category and about the percentage of these contributions out of the total. Each topic is represented by one table, and the last table (Table l7 ) provides a summary of the statistics related to all topics. Additional labels are attached to the CAT I and CAT II columns to clarify the categorization in relation to the topic, while CAT III is always labelled "Neutral". For example, CAT I in Table 4 is labelled "A waste of time" to indicate that the contributions in this category thought the transfer of power to the Iraqis was a waste of time, as it would not lead to peace or to improvement on the ground. In Table 16 , CAT II is labelled "Happy", because contributions in this category showed that their owners were relieved and happy that George Bush was re-elected. 
Conclusion
Fifteen discussion topics were selected from the archives of the Arabic Website of the BBC World Service. Contributions to the discussions of these topics were analyzed and categorized to draw a statistical picture of the distribution of opinions among three categories delineating free speech and widely held views of Arab public opinion. In all but one of the discussion topics, the number of contributions categorized under CAT II (contradicting widely held views of Arab public opinion, and indicating the important role played by the Web to promote free speech) was higher than that of the contributions categorized under CAT I (confirming widely held views of Arab public opinion). The results of the study confirmed the need for more research to understand the role of the Web in promoting free speech, and to investigate the value of information available on discussion forums as valuable indicators of public opinion trends.
